Introduction. Various initiatives have been implemented in recent years to support primary care practitioners new to research. We describe the evaluation of one particular scheme, the NHS Eastern Region Primary Care R&D Enterprise Award Scheme, and discuss the implications of the results for future policy. Methods. Representatives from both the funders (NHS R&D) and the award holders were involved in the design of an evaluation questionnaire and in the interpretation of the results.
Introduction
The 'Mant' report on research and development in primary care recommended that we should increase the number of primary care professionals with skills and active involvement in research. 1 It was also recognized that there is a need for 'first step' opportunities for those who are interested in research but are inexperienced. 2 This paper describes the evaluation of one such regionally funded scheme and discusses the implications of the results for future policy.
To be successful, such schemes must address: the objectives and expectations of those who provide funding, and the needs and expectations of those who receive the financial support. 3 Our report is therefore authored by: an academic research adviser (HB), a primary care practitioner funded through the scheme (FW) and an NHS R&D manager who supervised the scheme throughout its life (JE).
The Enterprise Award Scheme
The NHS Eastern Region Primary Care R&D Enterprise Award Scheme was set up in 1998. Awards were offered during a 4-year period and open to all primary care professionals in the region. The award scheme was flexible and recognized that the current circumstances, the needs and the intended outcomes associated with holding an award would vary between individuals. To obtain an Enterprise Award (EA), each primary care professional defined an individual programme spanning formal research training and research project experience. Awards were offered on a part-time basis.
It was expected that the award scheme would:
• Increase the number of primary care professionals with training and qualifications in research skills.
• Increase the number and quality of research projects undertaken and completed.
• Provide a base group of primary care professionals, trained in research, who would contribute to further research of high quality.
• Encourage the application of evidence-based practice and research methodologies by the award holder within their service roles.
A total of 109 applications were made, of which 78 were successful. Awards varied from 8 months to 4 years in length and from £6000 to £39 000 in value. Overall, £1 880 000 was committed to EA holders over a 7-year period.
Methods
Representatives from both the funders (NHS R&D) and the award holders were involved in the design of an evaluation questionnaire and in the interpretation of the results. The selection of material from a full evaluation report for inclusion below was agreed by all three authors to ensure coverage of view.
The questionnaire was sent to EA holders who had completed or who were nearing completion of their awards. The sampled group included nurses, doctors and other health professionals. Responses were received from 30 out of 37 contacted (81%).
Results

Conventional research outcomes
The majority of respondents were expecting to achieve a qualification in research via the award (at Masters or doctoral level) and a few reported intended publications. Topics chosen for research rarely reflected national research priorities.
Professional outcomes
Respondents gave varied and detailed answers about the contribution of the award to their day-to-day professional work (Box 1). Responses indicated that many award holders were now working with a wider range of professional colleagues and making opportunities to disseminate their enhanced knowledge of research.
Many award holders mentioned significantly increased confidence, and several commented on the impact of the award on their professional enthusiasm.
Benefits and difficulties
Respondents were asked to rate the importance of a list of benefits and difficulties (Table 1) . Protected time which is respected by professional colleagues emerges as the key issue.
Further involvement in research
EA award holders were encouraged to see the award as one step in a continuing process towards greater involvement in research. Our analysis suggested that 22 (73%) respondents hoped to stay involved in research activities. However, of these 22, only seven had a realizFamily Practice-an international journal 84
BOX 1 Range of contributions to day-to-day professional working life
Peer group and interprofessional dissemination/input "The award has encouraged me to be more research aware and to try to use evidence to affect both strategy and practice. This is done primarily through encouraging the rest of the management team to look at and use evidence from research." (5: Health Development Worker) "I recently set up a regional managers forum of Occupational Therapy Managers in which best practice is shared and critical incidents are examined and mistakes learned from. Without the increased knowledge base I would not have been sufficiently skilled to conduct this forum which is now making contributions to the National Association of Paediatric's OT's guidelines for practice." (36: Occupational Therapist) Use research/evidence to change/improve practice "I am much more aware of evidence based practice and commonly use references or searches to inform my practice, whereas I am ashamed to admit I rarely did before!" (32: GP) able plan (i.e. could identify a clear initial step which was underway or lay within the award holder's own hands to trigger). The remainder gave no clear indication of how they planned to initiate further involvement. Ten respondents rated concern over the identification of follow-on opportunities as a 'significant difficulty'.
Discussion
Many of those contacted were only just completing their awards. Bearing in mind that this is a very short time scale over which to review impact, we identify three significant issues from the evaluation data.
Indicators of success
Research productivity is conventionally measured in terms of research papers, research qualifications and successful funding applications. However, many of the outcomes valued by EA holders relate to the enhanced contribution they feel able to make to the quality of their own clinical practice and to that of their professional community, drawing on their enhanced research knowledge and confidence. The more seamless the integration of this learning into practice, the harder it may be to identify the distinguishable impact but the more likely it is that the changes will be sustainable. 4 Relationship to national policy on research and development Very few of the research projects mentioned by award holders had any clear relationship to national research priorities. Many practitioners appeared very conscious of their need to respond to the service delivery agenda.
Many did not prioritize links with research groups and academic conferences (Table 1) .
When discussed with a small group of EA holders, some felt that small-scale, solo projects relevant to practitioners and the local service agenda were exactly the area that most needed to be encouraged, while others felt that they had not experienced the 'apprenticeship' to significant funded research programmes which might have equipped them for future research involvement. Explicit discussion about local and national research priorities and how the interests of individual EA holders fitted within this context did not appear to have taken place, despite its relevance to the viability of future plans.
Sustainable pathways in research
Responses to this evaluation suggest that the full benefit of the investment in such schemes may not be reaped without suitable follow-on opportunities. Sustainable pathways will be facilitated if:
• Clearly defined funded opportunities in research for primary care professionals exist. 1,2 • There is reasonable stability and security within the opportunities available such that individuals can plan ahead with confidence.
• Individuals are encouraged to develop a strategic awareness of national R&D policy.
• Professional guidance is available to individuals to plan their research careers and to implement successfully the transitions between the various discrete funded opportunities. 5, 6 • Opportunities are sufficiently flexible to enable individuals to map out a career tailored to their own circumstances, with funders valuing aspirations in both service and research roles. 
